Library. We had heard that the renovation was somewhat peculiar -somewhat out of the ordinary. In short, we had been told that the project was largely successful but clearly unorthodox -different from the way libraries were usually remodeled. We wanted to see for ourselves. From what we could discern before our visit, it seemed that Catawba's entire approach to its project invited two key questions. First, can you renovate your library on a shoestring and create something beautiful? And secondly, can you break all of the standard renovation rules and get away with it?
We didn't think so, but we couldn't wait to find out. On a crisp autumn morning we drove up to Salisbury, a small town in the heart of the North Carolina Piedmont, just north of Charlotte to visit the library and to interview its director, Steve McKinzie. Catawba boasts of a solid curriculum, a nationally-recognized theatre department, a burgeoning athletic program, and now a newly reworked library.
We caught up with the director in his library office that afternoon, an office tucked away on the corner of the library's main floor.
ATG: Well, Steve, thank you so much for being willing to be interviewed -to take on some of our questions.
SM: On the contrary, it is an honor to have anything to do with Against the Grain. You've a great publication. It is great to have you here.
ATG: Well, we are certainly impressed with what we've seen here so far. We just now took a tour with one of your librarians. The building looks great. You've a large mezzanine crammed with soft comfortable seating -a spacious information commons and a good many group study rooms. SM: Yes, beauty and warmth were some of what we were after. We are all pretty pleased with the results.
ATG: Can you give us a sense of the project's scope? Try to give our readers an overview of what has been involved. How large was the library? How big is it now? Was it expanded?
SM: Well, what we did was capitalize on the building's strengths. As you noted, we've a large open reading room area just as you enter the library. It now houses our information commons and reading area that sometimes doubles for receptions. As for the size, the library is about 25,000 square feet -rather small in a way, although the renovation actually expanded our square footage. There had been a small area in the lower level that had been home to computer services. They moved out just prior to the renovation. We took over their space. We've a basement, a main level, and a mezzanine.
ATG: Did you say 25,000 square feet? That is really rather small for an academic library. It seems much bigger than that. SM: Well, you're right. It does seem larger. That's by design. We've very tall ceilings on our main level, as you noticed, and we've a number of tall windows. We took that airy sense of space and highlighted it by adding glass along the mezzanine. We also made sure that the mezzanine study rooms had glass doors and walls, what our architect called a "store front design." That brought in light from the outside and illuminated the building. It was all part of an effort to capitalize on our strengths and to give our public space -the soft seating in the mezzanine, the information commons in the main level, the Wentz reading room -a sense of warmth and size. One was never hired, I understand. And there is more, can I say? You went with an outside project manager, one whom the college had hired to manage not only this project but at least two others building constructions on campus at the same time. Weren't all of these decisions enormously risky, and highly unconventional? SM: Well, there is no question there was risk, and I suppose our approach was unconventional. Our circumstances dictated some of this. Our budget was limited, we were pressed for time, and the stakes were high. The librarians, the campus faculty building committee, and the construction team all had to work together to create a highly functional and extremely attractive building -all within a very limited budget. The entire building renovation project in its entirety cost less than three and half million. Not only that, but we had to abate asbestos and put on a new roof.
ATG: But what about the architect and the project manager? You didn't mention them.
SM: Well, the project manager was a Godsend. He listened, allowed us to make a lot of our own decisions about the building, and went to bat for us in negotiations with subcontractors -things we couldn't do on our own, and if I may venture a speculation, things that a nationally-ranked architectural firm may not have been able to do as well. As for the architect, she was similarly gifted. She had superb ideas but worked with us closely to design a building that met our needs and not her architectural vision. Most importantly, she wasn't out to impress other architects or enhance her reputation in some sort of way. Her attitude and her sense of design were huge benefits to us in the long run.
ATG: But what about the question of interior design. Did you do all of that on your own? SM: Sometimes a team of talented librarians and staff can do more than a professional designer. At least, that was our experience. We had some librarians here at Catawba -people like Keith Engwall, Jackie Sims, Constance Grant, and Amanda Nash, as well as some wonderfully-capable staff -who had a great sense of color and design -(some things about which I am relatively clueless, by the way.) These folks worked as a team, and they produced some great results. Call it luck, if you like. Call it the providence of God, but we did have an especially good team effort throughout the project, and I think the results speak for themselves.
